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T

he scaffold skeleton of abandoned
mills, broken slabs of concrete
along riverbanks, and barges half
submerged in the water—while it might
sound like a post-apocalyptic future, such
scenes are an everyday sight in any Rust Belt
city in America. My father, who grew up in a
suburban mill town east of Pittsburgh called
McKeesport, explained to me how the sky
would constantly light up with an orangered glow; my mother, who is from the city,
recalled the perpetual stench of sulfur that
would fill her nostrils. On cold, foggy mornings before high school, I would walk to my
car and immediately be greeted by a sulfurous odor, caused by the smog generated by
U.S. Steel’s Clairton Works, one of the few
remaining mills in the area. Every time I visit
the city, I drive along Second Avenue through
the dilapidated Hazelwood neighborhood. I
gaze in awe at the remnants of an abandoned
Jones and Laughlin Steel Corporation mill,
which stretches for about a half a mile along
the banks of the Monongahela River.
As I drive parallel to this titanic iron
frame, I attempt to comprehend this region’s
past significance as a manufacturing goliath. I struggle to imagine that these river
flats scattered with industrial blight and lowincome row-housing once were crammed
with mills for miles along the river. My mind
shifts towards the thousands of steelworkers who were employed there and how the
mill’s departure hurt the community’s wel-

fare and character. How many of these Rust
Belt neighborhoods and their inhabitants
are negatively portrayed by outsiders in the
media and in electoral politics? Once a dark
blue region, dominated by labor and union
politics, Pennsylvania, along with other Rust
Belt states, have now become contested battlegrounds every election.
Steel is synonymous with this region.
Western Pennsylvania’s manufacturing history is in everybody’s blood (and lungs), but
its decline still leaves behind a sense of anxiety and despair. Most of these communities have an aura that feels—as some might
say—“deader than steel.”
The Politics of the Rust Belt
The political and economic landscape of the
Rust Belt and its relationship with the Democratic Party can be defined by a single ideology—neoliberalism. Neoliberalism is a fiscally
conservative philosophy at its core, which
serves capital by promoting free trade, union
busting, and policies of austerity while, oddly
enough, taking a more tolerant stance on social issues. As the United States began deindustrializing and transitioning its economy
into finance and services, precious capital and
resources that came with the steel industry
were diverted from these former manufacturing centers to other regions along the coasts.
This encouraged manufacturers to seek
non-unionized, scarcely regulated operations
overseas. This shift coincided with the elec-
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tion of Ronald Reagan, a notable enemy of
organized labor, which was decimated during
this period. Unionization rates in the Rust Belt
have fallen 20% since the 1960s (McQuarrie;
see also Hoerr).
It is no coincidence that this new age
of corporate, financial dominance came
about the same time as America’s campaign
finance laws changed. In 1976, the Supreme
Court ruled in the monumental Buckley v.
Valeo case that limits on campaign contributions in federal elections are unconstitutional.
This allowed access for the owner class to
finally infiltrate the Democratic Party. The
United States saw its first glimpse of the

new Democratic party when the assault on
the Rust Belt did not cease as Democrats regained the White House.
Former President Bill Clinton’s two terms
in office marked a significant turning point
in modern U.S. history. Mainstream discourse and legislative decisions among elected
Democrats were shifting further away from
the ambitious ways of FDR, and more in the
direction towards capital preservation and
financialization. Clinton favored financial
profits in his tax policy, deregulated the financial industry by repealing the Glass-Steagall
Banking Act, and assisted in the privatization
of the nation’s communications infrastruc-

RACIAL IMPLICATIONS

More than fifty years have passed since Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights
Act into law; however, like most metropolitan areas, the Greater Pittsburgh region remains implicitly segregated. African Americans and other minority groups
flocked to Rust Belt cities around the time of the world wars, but almost never rose
past blue collar jobs. This type of income only allowed minority groups to move
into neighborhoods with less funding; although their housing was comfortable, it
was still a great difference from the lavish communities in which their white bosses
lived. So when the steel industry diminished, the first to suffer were minorities
still living in working-class neighborhoods (Dickerson). This economically-fueled
segregation is evident today: Affluent suburbs and ritzy neighborhoods in the city
are inhabited by a mostly white population, while minority populations reside in
the old, depressed mill towns that once had a vibrant community with financially
stable, working-class families. Today, these neighborhoods are barely even shells
of their former selves. The municipality I grew up in, Jefferson Hills, and the next
town over, Clairton, epitomize this blatantly racial and classist divide.
A 2020 study conducted by the nonprofit Edbuild (“Fault Lines: America’s Most
Segregating School District Borders”) ranked the “most segregating school district borders” in America, based on factors such as available resources for students
and differences in their financial situations (Simonton).
The results found these two districts to be the ninth most segregated districts in the country. The West Jefferson Hills School District has a non-white
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ture through the Telecommunications Act of
1996. Lastly, against pleas from organized labor, Clinton signed the North American Free
Trade Agreement into law (McQuarrie).
By the time the 2008 recession struck,
organized labor was obliterated, and a universal working class seemed to be obsolete
from the political process, compared to their
influence during the golden age of economic
expansion. Many felt failed by their government, employers, political party, and even
their union. These conditions of despair and
anxiety are among the many factors that led
Former President Donald Trump, a demagogue, to take the White House in 2016. That

particular election saw one of the biggest demographic shifts in modern U.S. history: from
2012-2016, there was a sixteen-point swing in
favor of Republicans among those with lower
education who earn less than $30,000 a year.
Inversely, Democrats saw a surge in affluent,
college educated professionals earning between $100,000-$199,000 (McQuarrie).
How To Win Back the Rust Belt
Before the Democratic Party can attempt
to win the Rust Belt back, the region must
first understand why these once Democratic
strongholds have transformed into battleground swing-states. Besides the aforemen-

student population of only 7%. This district also boasts a 5% student poverty rate,
and a median household income of $75,694. In contrast, Clairton City Schools
have a non-white enrollment rate of 80%, a student poverty rate of 40%, and a
median income of $31,112 (Simonton).
One reason for the striking disparity is a school district’s dependence on property values. Because a large portion of funding for public school comes from property taxes, districts with more affluence have more money and resources than their
struggling counterparts. As the mills faded, the economies of these steel towns
were decimated. Subsequently, the transition away from industrialization had a
major impact on property values in these communities. As a result, enrollment size
shrank and the quality of resources worsened.
An obvious solution would be to merge the two districts; however, this has
been met with opposition from both sides. Clairton residents feel that integrating
the school districts would cause the town to lose its sense of identity and its history. Those in Jefferson fear that merging the two districts would lower academic
performance, thus decreasing their property value. Hypothetically, if that were
true, this is just one reason why public education should not be funded through
property taxes. Districts with more money have more resources; consequently,
students score higher on standardized tests, which lead to schools receiving more
funding. This creates a cycle that maintains financial inequality. Educational segregation and inequality are still evident in the Monongahela Valley, mainly due to the
economic conditions brought on by the collapse of the steel industry.
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tioned policies and material conditions, Republicans also deployed a strategy to capture
these states. For the bulk of the twentieth
centuries, regardless of social issues, Democrats have done well electorally, both in the
industrial Midwest and northern Appalachia, due to their relations with organized
labor and industrial workers. Yet since this
demographic has shrunk almost to extinction, working-class Americans, specifically
white Americans, have little to no incentive
to remain loyal to the party.
With no party to align with economically,
the white working class can fall victim to a
culture war raged by conservatives, which
focuses on issues of identity, social issues, or
some faux boogeyman like a caravan of immigrants. It’s not dissimilar from the original
“southern strategy.”
I find it frustrating to hear this debate with
the same two sides arguing back and forth:
one side claims the Democrats are losing the
Rust Belt solely due to racial anxiety and an
increasingly boldening ethnonationalist fervor. The other side ignores issues of identity
and focuses only on the economic factors
that crippled the industrial economy. However, this is a false dichotomy. These two arguments are not mutually exclusive—in fact,
they’re intersectional. The Republican party
will exploit the genuine material concerns of
disenfranchised voters by inserting and reiterating irrational fears of identity, like race,
religion, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. This
has been presented through various means
such as xenophobia towards immigrants and
anti-Asian sentiments spread in response
to the COVID-19 pandemic. This is why I
have come to despise the term “white working class”: simply put, poor, working white

people and their minority counterparts share
the same class struggle as each other, but labor just doesn’t have the organizational infrastructure anymore to act on a mass level.
Pitting workers against one another by factors of race is an example of the political
strategy “divide and conquer.”
What should the Democratic party do to
win these voters back? From the New Deal
era up until the 2000 Presidential Election,
West Virginia was among the bluest of states
in the union (McQuarrie). While it may not
seem like a Democratic transformation is possible, partisan discourse suggests that all the
Democratic Party needs to do is show voters,
who in recent decades have been disregarded
by their institutions, how leaning liberally will
materially and tangibly improve their lives.
On the other hand, I concede that this is an
oversimplification; issues involving voter suppression and propaganda campaigns, waged
by servants of capital, will need more than the
rhetoric of a single political party to overcome
them. However, tapping into a populist anger
can be quite beneficial electorally.
Thinking back to my upbringing in the
Monongahela Valley, one of the first images
that comes to mind is that of crumbling and
incomplete infrastructure. Certain roads in
the more rural areas were permanently condemned, because the cost to fix them was too
great. Similarly, an expressway spurring all
the way from I-68 east of Morgantown, West
Virginia, was supposed to link the Monongahela Valley with downtown Pittsburgh,
but it dead-ends a minute down the road
from my house because the state lacked the
money and the political will to complete it.
The point is, emphasizing an improvement
and reconstruction of the nation’s public in-
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frastructure will win many swing voters. The
drive for internal improvements has been
present since the United States first gained
its independence.
However, this task is far easier said than
done. Legislation of this magnitude must be
modeled after programs in the New Deal
while also being modernized to meet the demands of the current world. This includes
the eventual transition to 100% green energy
sources. The fracking industry is expanding
throughout Appalachia, so creating good-paying union jobs in green energy infrastructure is
the only way to sell this radical shift in energy
policy to those still fixated on the natural gas
industry. If I were a young, rising politician
anywhere in the Rust Belt, I would prioritize
describing an ambitious view of leading the
world, characterized by creating renewable
technologies and owning valuable patents.
It is also vital that the party restore its
relations with labor unions. However, this
is not as practical as it may sound because
doing so would mean renouncing many of
the decisions made by Democratic leaders
across the country. While it may be difficult to mend relations, having an influential and significant union presence in the
Democrats’ metaphorical corner is like
having a second campaign. Unions organize their members to vote and are active
in their communities, so the stronger that
labor unions are, the stronger Democratic
turnout will be.
Rust Belt politics can be traced back to
three origins. The Democrats abandoned labor in favor of capital, and Republicans unleashed a culture war; in addition to twentieth
century deindustrialization, the aforementioned political developments have caused
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the current voting patterns in the Rust Belt.
Had I grown up in a major financial center
along the East Coast, I am not so sure I would
be able to fully grasp the plights of a shrinking, deindustrialized region. I would possibly
write off the disenfranchised folks, particularly
those who voted for Donald Trump, as “deplorable” or too far gone. Yet the fact of the
matter is, although I never experienced the
heyday of manufacturing in the Monongahela Valley, witnessing the sights and smells of
a deindustrialized and dilapidated region has
given me the historical context and anecdotal
experience to make the following suggestion:
To win back the heavily contested Rust Belt,
Democrats need to return to its Franklin D.
Roosevelt roots by embracing labor and a
strong social safety net, which materially improves the lives of working Americans.
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